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Using Film to Teach about Compressed Modernity in East Asian Religions
Abstract
Teaching about East Asian religions all too often presents them as artifacts of the premodern past. This
can encourage students to assume that modernization has rendered the East Asian past, especially
religious traditions, obsolete. Teaching with contemporary East Asian films is a way to remedy that
oversight, challenge that assumption, and bring students into contact with East Asian religious cultures
as living traditions in modern societies. Since contemporary East Asian societies have been shaped by
what Chang Kyung-sup calls “compressed modernity” – a process by which “economic, political, social
and/or cultural changes occur in an extremely condensed manner in respect to both time and space,”
resulting in “the dynamic coexistence of mutually disparate historical and social elements” such as
modernity and tradition (Chang 2010: 320) – films that explore the interplay between such “mutually
disparate… elements” can be used as highly teachable “texts” in the classroom. Examples of such films
include Jia Zhangke’s Tian zhuding (2013) and Shinkai Makoto’s Kimi no na wa (2016), which juxtapose
traditions such as Confucianism, Chinese popular religion, and Shintō with critical views of social reality
in contemporary China and Japan, respectively. These and other films depict the ways in which religious
traditions continue to inform how contemporary East Asians negotiate and construct identity, memory,
and power. Moreover, they show how these countries’ contrasting experiences of compressed modernity
produced different kinds of interactions between modernity and tradition, which in turn explains why
religion can look so different in these countries today.
This paper was part of a panel on “Teaching Asian Religions Through Film” presented at the Association
for Asian Studies conference in Honolulu, Hawaii, March 24–27, 2022. The panel offered concrete
examples on how to adopt cinema and TV to discuss Asian religions, culture, and modernity in the
classroom and contributed to the developing analysis concerning the use of visual media in Asian studies
pedagogy.
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Introduction
Teaching about East Asian religions all too often presents them as artifacts of the
premodern past. This can encourage students to make two equally mistaken
assumptions:
1. East Asian religions are living fossils, essentially unchanged over time.
2. East Asian religions are useless anachronisms, irrelevant in a modern
context.
Both of these assumptions tend to be reinforced by many textbook treatments of
East Asian religions. For example, one widely used textbook describes Japan’s
Shintō tradition as “the indigenous religion of Japan, which for centuries did not
need a name,”1 while another claims that "the Japanese never ceased to worship
their own distinct divinities... who remain eternally present. This… is Shinto.”2
Both statements disregard the historical reality that “Shinto [as a distinct tradition
separate from Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism, etc.] dates from the Meiji period
(1868-1912) … [and] was part of the Meiji modernist project of ‘civilization and
enlightenment’ (bunmei kaika) that began with Japan's opening of a window to the
West.”3 They also ignore the fact that, among specialists at least, “the question
whether Shinto should be considered a religion remains controversial.”4 These
misleading characterizations result, in part, from the “world religions” approach to
teaching and learning about religion, which in turn has been increasingly critiqued
and discredited over the past ten to twenty years as an outmoded expression of
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Eurocentric cultural universalism.5 Even so, when such claims come into contact
with what may be the most secular generation of North American university
students yet observed6, they can lead some to conclude that, just as religion in the
West now seems obsolete and irrelevant to many, the same must be true of religion
in East Asia.
Teaching with contemporary East Asian films is a way to prevent or
challenge such assumptions by bringing students into direct, vivid contact with East
Asian religious cultures as living traditions in modern societies.

Film is a

particularly effective pedagogical resource for working with contemporary
students, given their tendency to privilege the visual over the textual, which often
leads to greater engagement with film than texts.7

“Film is… immediately

accessible to students because it reaches them directly through the sense of sound
and sight and also because it is complex and multimodal, drawing as it does on the
use of sound, words, shapes, and images.”8 Some have gone so far as to claim that
“cinematic text… is composed of images that become imprinted on the imagination
far more effectively than do plot lines.”9 But while film may be more accessible to
most students than text, teachers should not shy away from using film for fear that
doing so will undermine their students’ facility with more traditional sources.
Anecdotal experience suggests that, when students are invited to consider film as
text, their capacity for analysis and appreciation only deepens.
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Method and Concept: Visual Literacy and Compressed Modernity
Some instructors have found that, at least in the case of writing assignments that
entail interpreting evidence from films, even weaker writers can outperform
stronger writers once they have been introduced to visual literacy as a way of
“reading” cinema.10 This also is true, perhaps even more so, in the case of
humanities graduate students, whose training in “qualitative research methods…
over-privilege[s] textual analysis…. [while] visual literacy, as a methodological
tool, is neglected and marginalized in the graduate curriculum.”11 A very basic but
effective framework for teaching visual literacy, which may be used when teaching
with films as well as other kinds of visual culture, is the “OPTIC” strategy,
in which the O stands for an overview, a general statement
describing the [film, image, etc.]; P stands for important parts of the
image, and could include inferences about what they
contribute; T stands for how the title (or text) contributes to the
meaning; I stands for interrelationships in the image—how the
elements work together to create mood or meaning; C stands
for conclusion, a statement that interprets the overall meaning.
Using this framework, students can discuss the idea of claims and
use detail and imagery to identify the central message of the [film,
image, etc.].12
In addition to visual literacy as a method of approaching film, students also
can benefit from the conceptual resource of what Chang Kyung-sup calls
“compressed modernity” – a process by which “economic, political, social and/or
cultural changes occur in an extremely condensed manner in respect to both time
and space,” resulting in “the dynamic coexistence of mutually disparate historical
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and social elements” such as modernity and tradition.13 Societies such as those of
China, South Korea, and Japan all experienced modernization in a highly
compressed fashion during the century or so that elapsed between 1868 (the
beginning of Japan’s Meiji revolution) and 1987 (the culmination of South Korea’s
June Democratic Uprising).14 This helps explain why contemporary religious life
in these societies can be both startlingly modern and surprisingly traditional.
As a result of compressed modernity, elements of tradition – including
religious ideas, images, institutions, and practices – may be freely combined with
elements of modernity, such as consumerism and the construction of individual
identity. For example, Sam Han has pointed out that the popularity of travelthemed, family-focused reality television programs in contemporary South Korea
illustrates how “traveling with parents acts as a cultural-religious trope that works
to inflect a Confucian ethic of family onto viewers but does so in a way that is not
doctrinal, evidencing the mass religiosity of Confucianism today as a ‘resource’ for
lifestyle-construction, in which media plays a crucial role.”15

Similarly,

compressed modernity can help explain why low birthrates and increasing divorce
rates coincide with persistent affirmations of Confucian “family values” across East
Asia (not just South Korea), as Emiko Ochiai has argued.16 These also are
examples of why the mere coexistence of what appear to be “modernity” and
“tradition” in a contemporary society, as one may see in certain Western contexts,
is not sufficient evidence of “compressed modernity.” The persistence of tradition
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in the modern West almost always is an example of what Ninian Smart called “new
forms of tradition… [that] are chosen forms…. [and] such traditionalism is no
longer quite traditional.”17 But when elements of tradition, however fragmentary
or juxtaposed with elements of modernity, are experienced not as a matter of
individual choice, but as an unchosen badge of collective identity, then
“compressed modernity” is at work. Such “compressed modernity” occasionally
manifests in the West – Ireland is one alleged example18 – but is widespread across
the postcolonial and developing world, including all of East Asia.
The interplay between such “mutually disparate… elements”19 that is
characteristic of “compressed modernity” may be seen in several recent East Asian
films, which then can be used as highly teachable “texts” in the religious or cultural
studies classroom. Examples of such films include Jia Zhangke’s Tian zhuding
(2013)20 and Shinkai Makoto’s Kimi no na wa (2016)21, which juxtapose traditions
such as Confucianism, Daoism, and Shintō with critical views of social reality in
contemporary China and Japan, respectively. Unlike Takita Yōjirō’s Okuribito
(a.k.a. Departures, 2008), Kim Kiduk’s Bom yeoreum gaeul gyeoul geurigo bom
(Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter, and Spring, 2003), and Chang Hsin Yen’s Shaolin
si (Shaolin Temple, 1982), these films are both contemporary and do not focus on
what may be East Asia’s most obvious religious tradition, Buddhism. And unlike
Liang Xuan’s Dayu hai yang (a.k.a. Big Fish and Begonia, 2016), the South Korean
television drama Jiok (a.k.a. Hellbound, 2021), Sotozaki Haruo’s Gekijō-ban
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"Kimetsu no Yaiba" Mugen Ressha-hen (a.k.a. Demon-Slayer, 2020), and the
innumerable Chinese martial films that appropriate elements of Daoism, they do
not present East Asia’s non-Buddhist traditions in a fantastic or otherwise
unrealistic setting.
These and other films depict the ways in which non-Buddhist religious
traditions that are less studied and less understood in the West, such as Daoism22
and Shintō23, continue to inform how contemporary East Asians negotiate and
construct identity, memory, and power. Moreover, they show how these countries’
contrasting experiences of compressed modernity have produced different kinds of
interactions between modernity and tradition, which in turn helps to explain why
religion can look so different in these countries today. By using the “OPTIC”
analytical framework to understand films such as these, teachers can help their
students see East Asian cinema, East Asian religions, and East Asian modernity in
new and illuminating ways.

“If you have grievances, tell Heaven about them”: Theodicy and Social
Justice in Tian zhuding
Although Jia Zhangke’s film Tian zhuding was marketed under the nonsensical
English title A Touch of Sin outside of China, to Chinese audiences the meaning of
its title is clear: “Heaven predestines,” “Heavenly fate,” or perhaps more darkly,
“Heaven dooms.” Here, the term Tian (“Heaven”) denotes not the Christian or
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Islamic “Heaven,” a place of eternal reward in the afterlife, but rather the Confucian
“Heaven,” which
is meant to be the Ultimate Being, Power or Force that is the spiritual
and metaphysical source, as well as the sanction, of the human and
the natural world…. [which] exists opposite to the human world but
forms necessary circumstances and material conditions for human
living and acting…. [and] provides an ecological and ethical norm
by which human activities are guided.24
This Confucian “Heaven” thus connotes both moral and natural norms, powers, and
judgments – a force that is active in the universe, as well as (in some sense) the
universe itself. It is this sense of “Heaven” that is expressed in contemporary
Chinese idioms such as Tianwang huihui shu er bulou (literally “heaven's net has
wide meshes, but nothing escapes it,” i.e., you can’t run from Heaven’s justice) and
Tianzuo zhi he (“a match made in heaven”). The film’s original Chinese title is
consistent with the film’s tone, which is one of unrelenting moral conflict and
inevitable disaster. Each of the film’s four vignettes is based on a well-known and
controversial news story in early 21st century China:
1. a disgruntled worker who resorts to mass shootings when he is unable to
obtain justice after the proceeds from the sale of a collectively owned coal
mine are pocketed by local elites while most of his community remains
poor25
2.

a lone gunman who wanders the country, gunning down victims seemingly
for thrills rather than financial gain26

3. a female receptionist in a massage parlor who defends herself from sexual
assault by a corrupt local government official by stabbing him to death27

https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol26/iss2/3
DOI: http://doi.org/10.32873/uno.dc.jrf.26.02.03

8

Richey: Compressed Modernity in East Asian Religions

4. a young man who so despairs of his working conditions in garment-factory
sweatshops and consumer electronics assembly lines that he kills himself28
This fourfold narrative structure lends itself to use of individual vignettes, rather
than screening the entire film, although the vignettes are inter-related to some extent
and the film’s overall power is diminished if it is not experienced in its entirety.
Whether viewed together or separately, these four episodes tell a shared story about
what the film’s director describes as
dignity in a society that is increasingly unequal, dignity in a place
that appears to have left so many behind, and dignity in a country
where without the rule of law to objectively handle society’s strains,
violence is the only answer.29
Prospective viewers should be aware that the film depicts numerous acts of
violence, ranging from homicide to attempted sexual assault to suicide. The film’s
violence is not gratuitous, but it is graphic, and so is the harsh social reality of
contemporary China that it describes and critiques. What once was among the
world’s poorest, most rural, and least developed nations has become the world’s
second-largest economy, where the majority of citizens live in cities and live under
sophisticated technological surveillance by the state.

China’s claim to have

eradicated poverty, while true to a certain and commendable extent, masks the
rising tide of social inequality in the country, which some have compared to late
nineteenth-century America in its increasingly gross extremes of wealth and
squalor.30
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The film deploys a number of tropes drawn from traditional Chinese
religious culture, including the Confucian moral melodramas of Chinese drama and
literature, acts of filial piety such as returning home to honor one’s ancestors and
reunite with one’s family at Lunar New Year, symbolic meanings associated with
animals in Daoism, and Buddhist animal release ceremonies. Several moments
stand out as examples of how the film transposes traditional religious elements to
its otherwise hyper-modern setting.
In the first vignette, the disgruntled miner Dahai (“Big Sea”) repeatedly
protests the rampant corruption and economic injustice in his community and
attempts to bring wrongdoers to justice through official channels, but is foiled by
the complacency and complicity of his neighbors, who mock and beat him for his
efforts. In response, Dahai takes up arms as a vigilante. Prior to making his move
against villainous local authorities and their cronies, Dahai watches a performance
of the traditional opera Linchong ye ben (Lin Chong’s Nocturnal Escape), which
dramatizes the plight of Lin Chong, a righteous soldier who is unjustly persecuted
by corrupt government officials and thus is forced to become an outlaw in order to
obtain justice – a tale made famous in the Míng dynasty (1368-1644 CE) novel
Shuihu zhuan (The Water Margin) and thus familiar to most Chinese viewers of the
film.31 The moral framework of Lin Chong’s story is deeply Confucian, and
mirrors the kinds of narratives found in earlier Chinese dramas, in which righteous
but unjustly persecuted protagonists obtain justice and achieve redemption not

https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol26/iss2/3
DOI: http://doi.org/10.32873/uno.dc.jrf.26.02.03

10

Richey: Compressed Modernity in East Asian Religions

through law (which is easily corrupted by authority, and thus suspect from a
Confucian perspective) but rather through heroic acts of virtue that bring honor and
restore dignity:
Common people in imperial China were attracted to and touched by
the moral deeds of the characters they saw in opera. Opera
constituted a source from which they could learn moral lessons and
develop standards and values.32
Moreover, just as traditional Chinese opera functioned as a moralizing discourse,
Jia Zhangke’s film also seeks to touch the moral sensibilities of its audience. At one
point, a character says, “If you have grievances, tell Heaven about them.” As Jiwei
Xiao points out:
Through the eyes of the crowd, Jia creates an ironic contrast between
the heroic rebel onstage and the defeated rebel offstage. Yet this
scene also suggests a subtle parallel: when the literary figure Lin
Chong embarked on the road as a fugitive, it was a turning point in
an ancient tale, but as referenced here, it also mirrors the desperate
situation of a socially rootless person like Da Hai.33
Visually, the film depicts Dahai as a tiger: an endangered but nonetheless
dangerous apex predator. Conversely, when asked where he is going with his rifle
on his shoulder, Dahai replies, “Hunting animals,” and he calls those to whom he
metes out his rough justice “animals.” In Chinese tradition, the tiger is regarded as
a hyper-masculine entity, the righteous foe of human villains and evil spirits, the
hero of many a folktale and the guardian of many a tomb, and the animal companion
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Fig. 1. Lin Chong as portrayed by a contemporary Chinese opera performer34
of both the millenarian Daoist leader Zhang Daoling (c. 34-156 CE), who
frequently is depicted as riding a tiger as he brandishes a sword and prepares to
dispense social justice, as well as his servant Zhao Yuanshuai (Marshal Zhao), a
later Daoist warrior deity who brings financial blessings and repels thieves. 35 A
Daoist priest can “form an intimate relationship with Marshal Zhao… by literally
uniting with him in his body” through esoteric rituals of visualization.36 Similarly,
Dahai takes on the fearsome aspect of the tiger by wrapping his rifle in a blanket
with a tiger print emblazoned on it. It is worth noting that Lin Chong also is known
by the nickname “Panther Head” (baozi tou), which suggests further feline
associations with righteous underdogs seeking justice.
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Fig. 2. Zhang Daoling37

Fig. 3. Zhao Yuanshuai38

Fig. 4. Dahai “hunting animals” with his rifle draped in a tiger tapestry39

It should be noted that, although Dahai is never presented as explicitly
appropriating the religious authority of these Daoist figures or otherwise directly
engaging Chinese religious traditions, it is striking that his village contains two
icons of authority – one secular, the other sacred. One is a forlorn statue of the
Communist leader Mao Zedong (1893-1976) that stands neglected in the village

Published by DigitalCommons@UNO, 2022

13

Journal of Religion & Film, Vol. 26 [2022], Iss. 2, Art. 3

square, perhaps representing the abandoned idealism of China’s revolutionary zeal,
while the second is a much older Daoist temple, where Dahai violently confronts
the corrupt village chief who has gone to worship there. China’s compressed
modernity has disconnected its people from both 20th century and pre-20th century
ideologies, yet it is the older traditions that retain more vitality.40

Fig. 5. Dahai executes the corrupt village chief at the local temple41
If the viewer relies on text (in the form of dialogue performed by actors) alone, then
she will be at a loss to detect the religious aspects of this modern drama. But if she
is visually literate in traditional Chinese religious iconography and architecture,
then she may realize how profoundly Dahai’s narrative relies on Daoist as well as
Confucian motifs and settings to accomplish its didactic and storytelling aims.
One other vignette from this film is worth discussing in terms of how it also
deploys visual elements from traditional Chinese religious culture in order to tell a
story about very modern Chinese problems such as sexual exploitation and
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government corruption. That vignette is the third, which narrates the suffering of a
woman named Xiaoyu (“Little Gem”). A migrant laborer from a broken family,
Xiaoyu gives up on her hopeless love affair with a married man who manages the
garment factory where she works to take a job as a receptionist in a sauna.
Numerous scenes juxtapose Xiaoyu with snakes, including a moment in which
Xiaoyu seeks shelter from the wrath of her lover’s wife by hiding in a traveling
fortune-teller’s van operated by a female spirit medium, who is surrounded by
writhing snakes. These visual cues cement Xiaoyu’s symbolic association with
snakes, which has important implications for understanding snakes as signifiers of
traditional religious meaning in the film. As Poul Andersen writes, “Animal
symbolism in Daoist ritual bears out this… play of identifications as ways of
establishing identity and at the same time channeling the forces of the universe.”42
Like tigers, snakes are a traditional symbol of destructive power in Chinese
culture, often referred to proverbially to indicate generic threats or dangers. Also
like tigers, snakes are identified with yin (feminine, receptive, covert agency) in
traditional Chinese cosmology. The visual pairing of the female spirit medium with
snakes, who then offers shelter and comfort to the desperate and oppressed Xiaoyu,
suggests a classic Daoist theme: the hidden power of yin, which is capable of
overcoming the allegedly superior power of yang (masculine, active, overt agency).
By showing Xiaoyu hiding among snakes and female spirit mediums, accompanied
by a slithering snake as she herself slithers along the roadside while hitchhiking
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around the country, and most crucially, choreographing Xiaoyu’s motions to
suggest snake-like qualities, the film accomplishes a transformation of this
protagonist into an animal form that is even more powerful than its transformation
of Dahai into a justice-driven tiger spirit. This type of transformation, when
achieved through Daoist ritual, is known as bianshen – a kind of play on words that
can mean “transformation of the body” or “transformation into a deity,” or both.43
While Chinese Buddhist traditions often use snakes as symbols of female sexual
temptation to be resisted and crushed by male monastics, “[the] Daoist community
developed narratives and ritual techniques for taming snakes…. [and] in the
medieval period, Daoists claimed that they could mobilize snakes as their protectors
to kill invad[ers].”44 Taming snakes presumably enabled Daoists to deploy their
yin powers by summoning rainstorms, causing floods, etc., as well as harnessing
such powers to conceal themselves and safely traverse the wilderness without being
detected by their foes. As the early medieval Daoist thinker Ge Hong (283–343
CE) writes, “The most successful Daoist master is able to ascend mountains, to
transgress water, to live hidden in the hills and swamps among snakes and tigers
without being harmed by them.”45
The Daoist deity of the northern direction, known as Xuandi (Dark Lord”)
or Zhenwu (“Perfect Warrior”), typically is depicted with a snake coiled around the
pedestal on which he is seated, which represents the dark but powerful forces of yin
at his command.
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Fig. 6. Qing dynasty (1644-1912 CE) statue of Xuandi/Zhenwu 46
While off duty, Xiaoyu is propositioned repeatedly and improperly by a pair of
local government officials, whom we earlier see extorting bribes from ordinary
citizens. When she declines to service these men sexually, the more senior of them
beats her with a wad of paper currency until she snaps and strikes back with a knife,
stabbing him to death and sending the other man fleeing in terror. The physical
gestures and camera angles used to choreograph and depict her stabbing actions are
strongly reminiscent of a snake that is coiled up and attacking those that threaten it.
However, just as in the case of Dahai, the tale of Xiaoyu also involves
Confucian as well as Daoist visual motifs. After leaving the sauna, Xiaoyu
confesses to local authorities, and in the film’s coda, we see her at some future date
seeking employment once again. The film’s final scene shows Xiaoyu gazing
intently at a performance of the traditional opera Yuyang chun (Jade Hall Spring),
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Fig. 7. Xiaoyu lashes out in snake-like fashion at her would-be rapists47

in which a woman called Su San, who has been sold into prostitution and stands
unjustly accused of murder is eventually acquitted and finds happiness in marriage
to the judge who decides her case. In this extremely powerful coda, the judge utters
the question Ni ke zhi zui (“Do you understand your sin?”) three times. However,
by shifting the camera’s view from the humble and contrite face of Xiaoyu to the
crowd that has gathered to watch the opera, the director seems to suggest that
“everyone stands trial along with the wronged women in the film: Su San onstage
and Xiao Yu offstage.”48 The implication is that it is neither Su San nor Xiaoyu
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who has sinned, but rather modern Chinese society as a whole by permitting the
exploitation of women such as Su Sanand Xiaoyu, not to mention the other forms
of social sin dramatized in the film’s other vignettes.

Fig. 8. Su San stands accused in a production of Yutang chun49

Fig. 9. Xiaoyu – or is it the film’s audience? – stands accused50
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“Even if words are lost, tradition should be handed down”: Family Religion
and Fractured Families in Kimi no na wa
The blockbuster animated film Kimi no na wa tells a quieter but no less
impactful story than Tian zhuding.51 Its Japanese title (kimi no na[mae] wa)
suggests an old-fashioned way of asking, “What is your name?” This antiquated
and respectful quality, embedded in the film’s title, provides a clue to the film’s
theme, which has to do with the imperilment and persistence of tradition in modern
Japan. Tradition and modernity is merely one binary opposition among the many
that the film deploys in order to explore how its many opposites might become
complementary rather than conflicting.
The film’s protagonists personify this binary relationship.

Taki

(“Rainfall”), a seventeen-year-old boy, lives in present-day Tōkyō, Japan’s capital
city and the largest metropolitan area in the world. His life and consciousness
mysteriously become entangled with those of Mitsuha (“Third Leaf”), a seventeenyear-old girl, who lives in the fictional small town of Itomori (“Thread Guarding”)
with her maternal grandmother and younger sister and serves as a mikō (shrine
maiden) at the local Shintō shrine for which her matriarchal family has hereditary
responsibility. A key plot twist revolves around the fact that Itomori is supposed
to have been completely destroyed as a result of a freak comet strike that occurred
three years prior to Taki’s present. It is not until approximately halfway through
the film that this fact is discovered by Taki, who has been intermittently switching
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bodies with Mitsuha during the first half of the film for reasons that are not
immediately explained. Many other differences distinguish Taki from Mitsuha:

•

While Mitsuha longs to be free of her family duties at the shrine and
experience life in the big city (which literally exists in her future), Taki
seems to be infatuated with rural life and the past.

•

Mitsuha’s world is full of traditional Japanese architecture, rituals, and
relationships, but Taki’s world entails working in an Italian restaurant,
studying Western architecture, and otherwise participating in a
cosmopolitan modernity of which Mitsuha can only dream.

•

Mitsuha’s father is estranged from her family, which is headed by her
grandmother in the absence of her deceased mother, while Taki lives only
with his father, with no other family members ever being mentioned.

Fig. 10. Binary juxtapositions of Kimi no na wa’s protagonists, Taki and Mitsuha
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At the beginning of the film, we hear Taki and Mitsuha jointly reciting these
words:
Once in a while when I wake up, I find myself crying. The dream I
must have had I can never recall. But the sensation that I’ve lost
something lingers for a long time after I wake up. I’m always
searching for something, for someone. This feeling has possessed
me I think from that day when the stars came falling. It was almost
as if a scene from a dream. Nothing more, nothing less than a
beautiful view.
As confusing as the remainder of the film can be for many viewers, its narrative
premise is very simple: something in the past has been lost to the present, but there
is still a powerful if vague connection that resonates between past and present, and
the quest to fully recover that incomplete and vestigial connection to the past is
what can give one purpose in the present. Given the ways in which the film’s
protagonists embody Japan’s past and Japan’s present, its tradition and its
modernity, it is difficult not to interpret the film as a commentary on the
complexities of Japan’s compressed modernity, in which tradition and modernity
co-exist awkwardly and not always comfortably or equitably. The fact that Kimi
no na wa explicitly identifies Japan’s past with Shintō, the feminine, and the rural
in opposition to Japan’s Westernized, masculine, urban present means that visual
literacy in Japanese religious motifs (including not only motifs from Shintō but also
from Confucianism) is crucial to any deeper understanding of the film.
Mitsuha’s grandmother Hitoha (“First Leaf”), who functions not only as
family matriarch but also as the senior guardian of their Shintō shrine and the
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keeper of both family and local lore, is a key figure in the film. She often dispenses
this lore while walking the shrine’s grounds or working at her loom with her
granddaughters, weaving the red thread that Mitsuha wears in both civilian life and
in her work as a miko.

Fig. 10. Mitsuha’s grandmother weaving red thread at her loom52
Hitoha describes this red thread as musubi (“connection”). When Mitsuha
(who actually is Taki, speaking through Mitsuha’s temporarily possessed body at
the time) asks quizzically about musubi, Hitoha responds:
Musubi is the old way of calling the local guardian kami [Shintō
deity]. This word has profound meaning. Tying thread is musubi.
Connecting people is musubi. The flow of time is musubi. These
are all the kami’s power. So the braided cords that we make are the
kami’s art and represent the flow of time itself. They converge and
take shape. They twist, tangle, sometimes unravel, break, and then
connect again. Musubi -- knotting: that's time.
Hitoha’s sermon about musubi echoes aspects of both Japanese tradition and
Japanese modernity in important ways. The very spectacle of an elder imparting
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wisdom to earnest young people invokes Confucian values. The earliest Shintō
scripture, Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters, c. 712 CE), uses the term musubi in
its first list of named deities, including Takami-musubi no kami (“Exalted Musubi
Deity”) and Kami-musubi no kami (“Divine Musubi Deity”), who create heaven
and earth.53

Here, musubi denotes the creative, “life-giving, life-promoting

powers” of kami, just as Hitoha says.54 The image of the red thread evokes the
Japanese concept of the akai ito (red thread) or unmei no akai ito (red thread of
fate), originally derived from Chinese tradition, which symbolically connects
lovers to predestine their relationship. Taken together, the film’s use of red thread
and musubi imagery suggests that Hitoha is placing her granddaughters in touch
with a powerful, primeval source of life-giving connection, which their
participation in Shintō rituals functions to renew periodically for themselves as well
as for their community. This divine power is something that Hitoha and her
granddaughters can access through their own human activity, not through the
intercession of some almighty being. “The Shintō worldview focuses on the
generative, connecting force (musubi) inherent in the natural world rather than
postulating transcendent heavenly deities.”55 We later discover that the ability to
switch bodies and consciousness is another manifestation of musubi, which appears
to run in the family on Mitsuha’s mother’s and grandmother’s side.
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Fig. 11. Mitsuha clutching her red thread while serving as a miko56
Mitsuha, however, seems to be embarrassed by her role in shrine life,
especially when her friends are watching her perform as a miko. Mitsuha’s
ambivalence about carrying on family and religious traditions is only one obstacle
that she faces. When temporarily possessed by Taki’s consciousness, she/he
becomes completely ignorant of Mitsuha’s prior knowledge, which leads to
numerous embarrassing consequences (with parallels in Mitsuha’s episodes of
possessing Taki’s body, of course). Yet she also seems to genuinely value aspects
of these traditions, and recoils when pondering the modernizing notion of
monetizing her family shrine’s miko-made kuchikamizake (a kind of alcoholic
beverage made with fermented rice and saliva) by using Shintō imagery to hawk it
commercially as “Shrine Maiden’s Sake” (miko no kuchikamizake).57 After all,
Hitoha tells her, the kuchikamizake is “what is most important to you… It’s half of
you.” Mitsuha feels bound by two kinds of musubi: her connection to the past, to
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the kami, and to her family, and her connection to Taki, the mysterious boy from
the near future.

Fig. 12. Imaginary “Shrine Maiden Sake” advertisement58

Fig. 13. 1980 newspaper account of 90-year-old onetime kuchikamizake maker59
Hitoha’s insistence on aspects of Shintō as a vital source of connection and
identity echoes more modern discourses about religion and culture in Japan, and
these echoes grow much louder and difficult to ignore in the context of Itomori’s
destruction by a catastrophic natural disaster. Clearly the fate of Itomori echoes the
fate of Japan’s Tōhoku region, which suffered the “triple disaster” of an earthquake,
a tsunami, and a nuclear meltdown on March 11, 2011 – approximately five years
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before the release of the film, and three years after it was originally commissioned.
“The 3.11 disasters were an implausible convergence of events, the massive 9.0
earthquake (the largest on historical record in Japan), a tsunami that took nearly
20,000 lives, which put the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant underwater,
leading to 3 nuclear reactors in meltdown, the most convoluted nuclear disaster in
history.”60 No one in the film’s original Japanese audience could be insensible to
this obvious parallel between fact and fiction. In the wake of “3.11,” discourse
about social connection exploded in Japan. Partly, this was due to previously
articulated (c. 2009) concerns that Japanese people, particularly the elderly, were
living increasingly solitary lives in a so-called muen shakai

(connectionless

society).61
Technological and industrial advancements have had a profound
impact on the family structure of Japanese society. Changes in
livelihoods lead to massive urbanization of rural communities. The
ie [household] concept which initially became the foundation of the
form of the daikazoku [extended family]… changed to a modern
family that only consisted of father and mother and child as the main
family. The change in family structure was also strengthened by the
abolition of the traditional family system [by] the constitution of the
Japanese state…. The urban lifestyle that is preferred by the younger
generation of Japan [is] causing a rift with the older generation in
their daikazoku…. It is these community groups that separate
themselves from the society so that the phenomenon of muen shakai
appears. With muen shakai, some traditional values related to family
factors fade and even disappear…. The anti-social and apath[etic]
attitudes of Japanese society in the modern era ha[ve] become a
phenomenon that is widely discussed in Japan.62
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Partly, such discourse was a response to the 3.11 disasters themselves,
which mobilized sympathy and solidarity on a scale not seen in Japan since the
Kōbe or Great Hanshin earthquake of 1995, if not the Pacific War and the postwar rebuilding of the country. Newspaper, magazine, and online articles frequently
invoked the concepts of both musubi and en 縁, two different terms that share a
common fund of meanings:
The term for these bonds (en) in colloquial Japanese signifies
connections, both concrete and mysterious. To have en (en ga aru)
is to be linked by fate or destiny. To bind en (en musubi) is to marry
(or, more recently, to find a partner). Regional en (chien) refers to
the connections with those in one’s village or hometown, while
families are connected by blood bonds (ketsuen).63
In the wake of 3.11, the Japanese government began publishing an official
magazine entitled Kizuna, a synonym for musubi or en, which it described as “the
enduring bonds between people—close relationships forged through mutual trust
and support.”64 It is no exaggeration to state that, just prior to and just after the
3.11 disasters, modern Japan experienced a crisis of social connection and a
subsequent revival of interest in rebuilding social connection:
The post-war institutional edifice that gave a great many people the
dream and the itinerary of a successful life is not only crumbling
now but, in truth, it is revealed to have been built on a faulty premise.
The triple disaster in 2011 signals not just this crumbling edifice but
a shaky ground, cueing people to realize that their lives and deaths
are unevenly distributed along numerous fault lines in everyday life.
It is precisely at this historical conjuncture, it seems to me, that the
call for a return to national-cultural togetherness, to a healthy nation
as a healthy family… [arises].65
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The post-3.11 wave of interest in kizuna, en, musubi, etc. is thus a very specific
cultural-historical moment that solidified many Japanese people’s sense of
themselves as part of a nation and a shared culture. Moreover, for at least some
Japanese, this effervescent feeling has persisted into the present. As one informant
put it in 2021:
I think it is the feeling that best represents the way Japanese people
see things. When I heard the word kizuna, I thought of the Japanese
spirit, that Japanese are great, the feeling of helping each other, and
the feeling of helping a person in need, no matter how far away.66
This project of anxious social renovation dovetailed with other ongoing
cultural projects, such as the rise of conservative sentiments and the reawakening
of interest in traditional culture, especially religious culture, among Japanese
youth.67 Japan today is a place where it is no longer unusual to see young people
in attendance at Shintō shrines and Buddhist temples on occasions other than the
usual holidays. At the same time, it is not clear that these Japanese youth are
capable of, or interested in, articulating their reasons for participating in traditional
religious life in ways that might satisfy scholars or the orthodox elderly. This
parallels a key conversation that takes place between Hitoha and Mitsuha in the
film. It turns out that the town of Itomori is not quite as traditional as it might seem,
for the reasons behind its major Shintō festival have been forgotten. Yet Hitoha
insists that traditional customs must continue to be practiced, saying, “Even if
words are lost, tradition should be handed down.” Japan’s compressed modernity
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has produced spirituality without faith, festivals of forgotten purpose, and people
without a past. Nonetheless, tradition beckons modern Japanese, and they continue
to respond to its call.

Fig. 14. Hitoha urges her granddaughters to maintain tradition.68
Unlike China, where fiercely anti-traditional modernizing zeal and its
supporting framework of politicized violence enabled the suppression of traditional
culture and the disruption of the usual channels of cultural transmission for decades,
Japan is a country that did not experience a revolution, but rather a “restoration”
(ishin, “revitalization”) – the “Meiji Restoration” (Meiji Ishin) of 1868, an
“incomplete revolution” which in reality was the genesis of a great many invented
traditions “that enabled the ruling class to manipulate the masses through traditional
appeals.” 69 Like all invented traditions, those of the Meiji period were “responses
to novel situations that t[ook] the form of old situations… [a response to] the
constant change and innovation of the modern world… [that] attempt[ed] to
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structure at least some parts of social life within it as unchanging and invariant.”70
Why was this necessary? Because, as Mark Elvin once pointed out, “for most
people, undiluted modernity is psychologically unbearable.” 71 As was pointed out
earlier, much of what we now know as Shintō is a product of the Meiji period.72
In Kimi no na wa, what is psychologically unbearable is the modern
experience of feeling sundered from one’s deepest connections – to nature, to the
past, to the fundamental powers of the universe. The film expresses the seriousness
of this modern unease by embodying it as the rupture between star-crossed lovers,
destined by tradition to be together but doomed by modernity to remain apart. But
because the past is not quite past, due to compressed modernity, it is possible for
the present to seek the past, however fragmentary it may be. Taki must find
Mitsuha; modernity must recover tradition, at least insofar as that remains possible.
The rainfall of the present must find the scattered leaves of the past and make them
live again in the future. This organic language is no mere play on the meaning of
the two protagonists’ names: it is a direct extension of the visual language of the
film, which consistently presents Shintō artifacts and environments – torii
(entrance gates to shrines) and sacred trees bound with shimenawa (ropes denoting
the presence of kami) – as bathed in healing sunlight, which in pre-modern times
might have been understood as the power of the solar kami, Amaterasu, made
manifest.
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Fig. 15. The sun shines from behind the torii of Mitsuha’s family shrine73

Fig. 16. Mitsuha carries her grandmother on her back during a hike in a sacred
grove74
In the idyllic Itomori of the past, torii and sacred trees alike tower
benevolently above human beings, offering shelter, meaning, and purpose. But
when Taki discovers Itomori in the post-apocalyptic present, he finds only a vast
crater. Yet somewhere beneath this crater lies the innermost sanctum of Mitsuha’s
family shrine complex, where both Mitsuha and Taki go to share a mystical
experience of unified consciousness that allows each other to see life in its totality,
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from the moment of primordial creation to the present, including Mitsuha’s
memories as well as events from before her birth – all linked by a vision of an
undulating red thread.

This red thread becomes a lifeline that enables the

apparently motherless Taki and the functionally fatherless Mitsuha to find
redemption despite the obvious craters in their family landscapes.

Fig. 17. Mitsuha and her family make a pilgrimage to the ancient center of the
shrine complex75

Fig. 18. Taki discovers the cratered remains of Itomori and the shrine complex76
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Fig. 19. Taki’s vision of the red thread binding him to Mitsuha77

Conclusion: The Fragility and Persistence of Religious Tradition in East
Asian Modernity
Whether expressed as Confucian moral critique, apotropaic and apocalyptic Daoist
martiality, or romantic Shintō revivalism, modern East Asian societies still are
capable of furnishing their members with viable cultural repertoires that are rooted
in premodern religious traditions.78
A repertoire may contain different and indeed contradictory models
of certain areas or aspects of life because these models answer
different sets of questions; people resort to these models in their
discourse about meanings and values even when they reject certain
implications of each model as implausible, in part because each
model describes something about the real constraints of life and
institutions or, rather (more correctly), about the lines of action
individuals pursue in the context of those constraints and
institutions.79
At the same time, these cultural repertoires remain viable in part because they are
not static. They are not independent of modernity or untouched by modernity; they
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are shaped by modernity, which sets the stage and dresses the scenes of human life
in ways that do not always align with traditional cultural contexts. After all,
“Religions do not exist, at least not in the same way that people and their textual
and visual artifacts and performances do.”80 Films capture “people and their textual
and visual artifacts and performances” in a uniquely accessible and engaging way.
Using the lively medium of contemporary cinema to teach about East Asian
religions is an opportunity to
deconstruct the gap posited by the modern study of religion between
itself and its objects— “the difference between those who
sufficiently transcend culture and history [and religion(s)] to
perceive the universal (and scientific) in contrast to those who
remain trapped in cultural and historical [and religious] particularity
and are therein so naturally amenable to being the object of study.”81
Of course, in order for the films profiled here to be most effective in a
classroom context, their contextual relationship to traditional and pre-modern
Chinese and Japanese “textual and visual artifacts and performances” must be made
clear to students. Ideally, these films would not be screened, let alone discussed,
until after students had the opportunity to explore fundamental touchstones in
Confucian and Shintō traditions. For example, in order to prepare students for Tian
zhuding, one might first introduce them to foundational Confucian documents such
as “The Shao Announcement” from the Shujing (Classic of History), the entry for
“Duke Wen, 13th Year” in the Zuozhuan (Zuo Commentary), section 7B of the
Mengzi (Mencius), and perhaps a Yuan dynasty (1271-1368 CE) drama such as Ji
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Junxiang’s Zhaoshi gu’er (The Orphan of Zhao).82 Similarly, in order to help
students see Shintō in Kimi no na wa, it might be useful to preface screening and
discussion with an exploration of the norito (liturgical text) “The Great Exorcism
of the Last Day of the Sixth Month,” the writings of Yoshida Kanetomo (14351511), and the 20th century shrine pamphlet translated as “Nationalistic Shintō: A
Child’s Guide to Yasukuni Shrine.”83 Moreover, given that “‘Shintō’ in both the
pre- and post-Meiji periods has a rather more Confucian meaning than today’s
accounts seem willing to recogni[z]e,”84 it might well be helpful to introduce
students to key channels of Confucian influence on Japanese culture, such as the
writings of Kaibara Ekken (1630-1714) and the Meiji emperor’s “Imperial Rescript
on Education” of 1890.85 In each case, attention to the rich material and visual
culture connected with such texts will be amply repaid once students see and reflect
on the films. It must be remembered that such background information does not
necessarily duplicate what students will see in the films. Because these films are
contemporary artifacts of popular culture, not premodern works of traditional
culture, they will diverge from as well as converge with these primary sources.
When students see these points of divergence as well as convergence, that’s when
their real learning will begin.
Thus, by using the “OPTIC” methodology, contextualizing film within
textual and material traditions of religiosity, and focusing on the concept of
compressed modernity, we can help our students to see the various modes of
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interplay between East Asian religious traditions and East Asian modernities
through the camera eye. Doing so also will help our students to understand why
East Asian religions remain relevant and alive today by seeing how they function
as living cultural repertoires from which contemporary people improvise their
responses to real existential challenges.
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